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IntereBtingnei i  an d Nenor y fo r  Storie s 

Joh n B .  Black ,  Steve n P .  Shwart z 
and Wendy G .  Lehner t 

•Yal e Universit y 

Abstrac t 

Two experiments investigated the effects of 
th e numbe r  o f  interestin g event s i n a  stor y o n 
memory fo r  tha t  story .  Th e result s differe d dep -
endin g o n whethe r  o r  no t  th e stor y followe d a  ste -
reotypica l  script .  Fo r  script-base d stories ,  ad -
din g interestin g event s space d throughou t  th e 
storie s decrease d th e stories '  memorability .  How -
ever ,  fo r  non-script-base d stories ,  addin g a  fe w 
interestin g event s aide d memor y fo r  th e stories , 
but  addin g to o man y decrease d memory .  Thes e re -
sult s wer e interprete d i n term s o f  a  limite d res -
ourc e mode l  o f  stor y understandin g tha t  focusse s 
processin g o n interestin g events . 

Introductio n 

One of the major problem areas for theories of 
languag e understandin g i s ho w t o determin e whic h 
inference s ar e importan t  t o mak e whil e understan -
din g a  stor y an d whic h inference s ar e no t  importan t 
t o make .  When inferencin g i s lef t  uncontrolled ,  a 
combinatoria l  explosio n o f  inference s i s ofte n th e 
result . 
Schank and Abelson (1977) proposed a group of 
highe r  leve l  knowledg e structure s (scripts ,  plans , 
goal s an d themes )  tha t  constrai n inferencin g t o 
onl y th e mos t  relevan t  paths ,  bu t  Schank  (1979 ) 
conclude d tha t  eve n more  constrain t  wa s needed .  I n 
particular ,  h e propose d tha t  interestingnes s b e 
used t o guid e inferencing :  i.e. ,  tha t  th e infer -
encin g proces s shoul d concentrat e o n th e mos t  in -
terestin g event s i n a  narrative .  Schank  argue d 
tha t  a n interestingnes s valu e coul d b e assigne d t o 
event s i n narrative s usin g th e criteri a tha t  som e 
event s ar e inherentl y interestin g (e.g. ,  sex ,  deat h 
and violenc e ar e alway s interesting )  an d othe r  e -
vent s ar e interestin g i n certai n context s (e.g. , 
takin g of f  one' s clothe s i n publi c i s interestin g 
but  no t  i n private) .  Thes e interestingnes s value s 
can the n b e use d t o focu s th e inferencin g processe s 
on onl y th e mos t  interestin g event s i n a  narrative . 
Lehnert (1979) extended this analysis by ad-
din g th e notio n o f  resourc e limitation s an d makin g 
prediction s fo r  th e recal l  o f  stories .  On e o f  th e 
prediction s wa s tha t  addin g interestin g event s t o a 
stor y wil l  improv e it s memorabilit y  becaus e the y 
provid e marker s aroun d whic h event s i n th e stor y 
can b e organized .  However ,  becaus e processin g 
resource s ar e limited ,  addin g interestin g event s t o 
a stor y wil l  onl y ai d memor y u p t o a  certai n point . 
I f  a  stor y contain s to o man y interestin g event s 
the n ther e wil l  b e to o man y hig h priorit y event s 
competin g fo r  th e limite d processin g resources ,  s o 
thi s "overload' '  conditio n shoul d als o b e detrimen -
ta l  t o recal l  o f  th e story .  We conducte d tw o ex -
periment s t o tes t  thes e predictions . 

Number  o f  Interestin g Event s 
Experimen t 

In this experiment we explicitly tested the 
predictio n tha t  a s th e numbe r  o f  interestin g event s 
i n a  stor y increased ,  th e memor y fo r  th e stor y 
woul d firs t  b e aide d an d the n b e hurt .  I n partic -
ular ,  w e designe d fou r  storie s o f  2 0 event s eac h 
suc h tha t  u p t o nin e unrelate d bu t  inherentl y in -
terestin g event s coul d b e substitute d fo r  uninter -
estin g event s wit h minima l  chang e i n th e sentences . 
For  example ,  on e stor y abou t  a  visi t  t o a  librar y 
containe d th e followin g tw o uninterestin g event s 
On her way Mary passed a friend 

and remembere d sh e wa s i n he r  class . 

The first sentence here can be made interesting by 
merel y substitutin g "prostitutfe "  fo r  "friend. " 

Two of these four stories were based on ste-
reotypica l  script s (visitin g th e librar y an d eatin g 
at  a  restaurant )  whil e th e othe r  tw o wer e no t 
(walkin g i n th e par k an d visitin g a  privat e club) . 
We wrot e fou r  version s o f  eac h o f  thes e stories . 
Thes e version s differe d onl y i n th e numbe r  o f  in -
terestin g events .  On e versio n ha d 0 ,  anothe r  ha d 
3,  a  thir d ha d 6  an d th e fina l  on e 9 .  Thes e in -
terestin g event s wer e distribute d evenl y throughou t 
eac h stor y version .  :Ou r  mai n interes t  wa s i n ho w 
thi s numbe r  o f  interestin g event s woul d affec t  th e 
subjects '  recal l  o f  th e stories .  We gav e th e fou r 
storie s (on e i n eac h version )  t o 3 2 subject s t o 
rea d ( 8 subject s sa w a  give n versio n o f  a  give n 
story) ,  the n afte r  a  1 5 minut e intervenin g tas k th e 
subject s wer e give n th e stor y title s an d aske d t o 
recal l  a s muc h a s the y coul d fro m th e stories . 
Thes e recal l  protocol s were  the n score d fo r  th e 
gis t  o f  th e event s i n th e stories . 
^able 1 gives the percentage of the story 
statement s recalle d fo r  eac h versio n o f  th e stor -
ies . 

Tabl e i 

Percent of Story Statements Recalled in First 
Experimen t 

Type of Story Number of Interesting Events 

0 3 6 9 

Script 65 51 52 56 

Non-script 53 59 49 A2 

The result s were  quit e differen t  fo r  th e differen t 
kind s o f  story .  I n particular ,  th e non-scrip t 
storie s followe d th e predicte d pattern :  i.e. ,  ad -
din g 3  interestin g event s improve d recal l  bu t  ad -
din g mor e hur t  recall .  However ,  recal l  o f  th e 
scrip t  storie s wa s bes t  wit h 0  interestin g events , 
secon d bes t  wit h 9 ,  an d wors e wit h th e intermediat e 
value s o f  3  an d 6 . 
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Our  interpretatio n o f  thes e result s i s tha t  i n 
th e script-base d storie s ther e i s alread y a  stor y 
organizatio n (namely ,  th e script) ,  s o addin g in -
terestin g event s i s harmfu l  t o recal l  becaus e th e 
existin g organizatio n i s disrupted .  I n th e 0  in -
terestin g event s condition ,  subject s ca n recon -
struc t  a  script-base d stor y durin g recal l  b y merel y 
remembering  tha t  i t  wa s a  typica l  implementatio n o f 
th e scrip t  (e.g. ,  a  typica l  librar y story) .  Howe -
ver ,  addin g interestin g event s make s straigh t  re -
constructio n n o longe r  possible .  Th e sligh t  uptur n 
at  9  interestin g event s migh t  occu r  becaus e b y thi s 
tim e th e subject s hav e completel y abandone d tryin g 
t o us e th e scrip t  a s a  reconstructio n ai d an d 
merel y focuse d o n th e interestin g event s a s memor y 
organizers . 

namely ,  rememberin g th e stor y a s a 
lis t  o f  deviations . 

scrip t  plu s a 

Wit h th e non-scrip t  sto r 
hand ,  suc h a  representatio n i s 
ther e ar e n o organizin g script s 
th e interestin g event s provid e 
th e stor y an d th e constructio n 
durin g readin g i s facilitate d 
estin g event s space d throughou t 
interestin g event s ar e massed , 
ces availabl e fo r  processin g 
loaded "  s o th e memor y fo r  a  s 
terestin g event s i s eve n wors e 
interestin g events . 

les ,  o n th e othe r 
not  possibl e becaus e 

I n thes e stories , 
th e organizatio n fo r 
of  thi s organizatio n 
by havin g th e inter -

th e story .  I f  th e 
th e limite d resour -

ar e "locall y over -
tor y wit h masse d in -

tha n on e wit h n o 

Wit h th e non-scrip t  stories ,  o n th e othe r 
hand ,  th e result s wer e a s predicte d becaus e ther e 
was n o stron g preexistin g organizatio n i n th e in -
terestin g event s condition .  Specifically ,  addin g 3 
interestin g event s aide d recall ,  bu t  th e 6  an d 9 
event s condition s le d t o wors e recal l  becaus e o f  a n 
overabundanc e o f  interestin g events . 
Massed and Spaced Interesting Events 

Experimen t 

In this experiment we explicitly tested the 
predictio n fro m Lehnert' s  limite d resourc e mode l 
tha t  i t  i s  th e densit y o f  interestin g event s rathe r 
tha n th e absolut e numbe r  tha t  determine s recall . 
I n th e firs t  experiment ,  th e numbe r  o f  interestin g 
event s i n th e stor y wa s confounde d wit h th e densit y 
of  interestin g events .  I n thi s experimen t  w e use d 
th e sam e basi c storie s bu t  ha d onl y th e 0  an d 3 
interestin g event s conditions .  Now ,  however ,  w e 
varie d densit y independentl y o f  numbe r  b y havin g 
th e interestin g event s eithe r  b e locate d adjacen t 
t o on e anothe r  (th e masse d condition )  o r  b e evenl y 
space d throughou t  th e stor y a s befor e (th e space d 
condition) .  Th e procedur e wa s th e sam e a s i n th e 
firs t  experimen t  wit h 2 4 subject s thi s tim e (bu t 
stil l  8  pe r  group) . 
Table 2 gives the percentage of the story 
statement s recalle d i n th e version s o f  th e stories . 

Tabl e 2 

Percent of Story Statements Recalled in Second 
Experimen t 

Type of Story Number of Interesting Events 

0 3 Spaced 3 Massed 

Script 55 58 64 

Non-script 50 55 46 

As wit h th e firs t  experiment ,  th e result s wer e 
quit e differen t  fo r  th e tw o type s o f  stories .  Wit h 
th e scrip t  stories ,  ther e wa s essentiall y  n o 
differenc e betwee n th e 0 -  an d 3-space d conditions , 
but  th e 3-masse d conditio n le d t o bette r  recal l  o f 
th e story .  Wit h th e non-scrip t  stories ,  o n th e 
othe r  hand ,  th e result s confirme d th e expectatio n 
tha t  th e space d interestin g event s woul d improv e 
recall ,  whil e th e masse d one s woul d decreas e 
recall . 

Conclusion s 

The non-script stories conformed to our ex-
pectation s tha t  addin g a  fe w interestin g event s 
space d throughou t  a  stor y woul d increas e th e 
story' s memorability ,  bu t  tha t  addin g to o man y in -
terestin g event s o r  havin g the m masse d togethe r 
woul d decreas e th e story' s memorability .  Th e re -
sult s wer e different ,  however ,  i f  th e storie s wer e 
highl y stereotyped ,  script-base d stories .  I n par -
ticular ,  addin g interestin g event s t o script-base d 
storie s disrupt s th e existin g scrip t  organizatio n 
and henc e le d t o les s memorabl e storie s unles s 
thes e disruptiv e event s wer e masse d togethe r  i n th e 
story .  Thu s a  write r  ca n "spic e up "  a  tex t  b y ad -
din g inherentl y interestin g statements ,  bu t  thi s 
procedur e wil l  increas e th e reader' s memor y onl y i f 
th e tex t  wa s poorl y organize d originally . 
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a gran t  fro m th e 

Our  interpretatio n o f  thes e result s i s tha t 
wit h th e script-base d stories ,  havin g th e disrup -
tiv e interestin g event s masse d allow s th e reade r  t o 
stor e the m i n memor y a s separat e unit s whic h i s 
harde r  t o d o i f  th e interestin g event s ar e space d 
throughou t  th e story .  Thu s th e masse d conditio n 
facilitate s a  memor y representatio n lik e th e on e 
propose d b y Graesser ,  Gordon ,  an d Sawye r  (1979 )  — 
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